The University of Maine

DigitalCommons@UMaine
General University of Maine Publications

University of Maine Publications

12-12-1996

Let's Strengthen the Standards and Appeal of Teaching
Robert A. Cobb

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/univ_publications
Part of the Higher Education Commons, History Commons, and the Teacher Education and
Professional Development Commons
This Opinion Piece is brought to you for free and open access by DigitalCommons@UMaine. It has been accepted
for inclusion in General University of Maine Publications by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@UMaine. For more information, please contact um.library.technical.services@maine.edu.

5/22/2021

Let's Strengthen the Standards and Appeal of Teaching

The Wayback Machine - https://web.archive.org/web/19970520131201/http://www.ume.maine.edu:80/-cofed/ ...

UNIVERSITY OF MAINE

Let's Strengthen the Standards and Appeal of Teaching
by Robert A. Cobb, Dean of the College ofEducation of the University ofMaine
The question of how to make a teaching career more attractive to more of our most
capable students continues to plague the education profession and society at large.
Recent reports have given us reason to be concerned about this question and an
opportunit y to consider some of complexities surrounding its answers.
For example, a survey undertaken by the Massachusetts Board of Education and reported
in the Boston Globe, and in the Bangor Daily News on November 28 found that the
SAT scores of many students entering teacher preparation programs at the Co
mmonwealth1s colleges and universities are below the national average and below those
of students in other disciplines.
Secondly, in an Associated Press story appearing in the Bangor Daily News on
December 10, the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD),
an international organization representing the 30 most developed countries, reported that
it s recent study of teacher salaries in relation to the average income per person within
the respective countries shows the United States1 ranking near the bottom. It also found
that U.S. teachers work longer hours than their colleagues abroad. Let's look at each of
these reports and at some important factors affecting teacher development here in Maine.
Standardized test scores such as the SAT are commonly used to measure learning and
learning potential and for assessing institutional success in the competition for attracting
students. While the news stories about the Massachusetts survey describe the findings as
3 distressing,2 this situation might well serve as a positive incentive for teacher
preparation schools in every state to examine their programs and priorities in light of the
recent report from the National Commission on Teaching and America1s Future. That
Blue Ribbon panel concludes that a caring, competent, highly qualified teacher is the
most important ingredient in education reform. Its recommendations call for a complete
overhaul of the way teachers are recruited, educated, hired and evalu ated.
As we consider the Massachusetts data collected from public and private colleges, we
should keep in mind that the SAT scores used in the report were those of first-year
students who declared education to be their major interest at the time of enrollment. The
scores were not those of students who actually completed their undergraduate programs
and became certified as teachers.
At the University of Maine College of Education, nearly half of the students initially
expressing interest in education will either change majors, transfer to another university,
https://web.archive.org/web/19970520131201 /http://www.u me.maine .edu/-cofed/news/newslets.html
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or drop out of higher education altogether. This is the nature of first-year college students
in general. Most are exploring interests and options or finding out that college or the
profession of education--at least at this time in their lives--is not the right choice. Along
the way, these students are replaced by more than the departing number, who transfer
into the College of Education from other universities or majors, having concluded from
their explorations that teaching is indeed their chosen career.
In addition, education typically attracts a large number of non-traditional and careerchange students who never took the SAT. These older students have strong commitments
to the profession, do excellent work and bring valuable life experience and insight to
classrooms. The lack of SAT data for these individuals, who comprise nearly 40 percent
of the students we recommend for certification annually, makes sweeping generalizations
about career paths from data on first-year students questionable. The reality is that
graduates--those who succeed and actually enter the teaching field--constitute a very
different student population from those who entered a particular program.

Moreover, education has for years been the career of choice among first-generation
college students. In general, these students have not had all the academic supports found
in the homes of professional parents, many of which, it could be argued, would con
tribute to success on tests like the SAT. We have seen data recently that show the
correlation between SAT scores and family income to be extraordinarily high. While
first-generation college students may be initially disadvantaged on standardized
measures , given the academic supports in college, they develop very rapidly. It would be
a real loss for our education system to close out these individuals solely on the basis of
an SAT score.
Much can be said and has been written about the utility of SAT scores as a predictor of
academic success. It may suffice to say that standardized test scores alone domt
guarantee good teachers, doctors, engineers or writers. Fortunately, as we gain more
understanding of how children and adults learn and how to tap that potential, our
reverence for normative-based testing as an all-powerful, single indicator of intellectual
ability is beginning to unravel. It is more appropriately viewed as providing sup
plemental information to the many other performance measures being developed.
These considerations aside, I suspect that you may still be interested in how UMaine1s
first-year SAT scores look in the College of Education. First-year education students in
the Fall 1996 had an SAT average of 1034. By comparison, the national average is 1013,
Maine1s average is 1002, and the average for all UMaine incoming students this Fall is
1089. And this leads me to the OECD report1s findings.
Why ismt the teaching profession attracting more of the brightest students? The OECD
report offers evidence of some reasons, i.e., lower salaries compared to other professions
and workdays that are longer than those of teachers in other countries. The Report of the
National Commission on Teaching and Americais Future provides more-- teacher
isolation within the schools, lack of support for continuing professional development, a
commonly held perception that anyone can teach, sink-or-swim induction appro aches
which place new teachers into the most challenging situations, total reliance upon
uncertain public funding, and instructional technologies which are not universally
available.
If teaching is to attract the very brightest, society must send a different message about its
value. Is it any wonder that the highest-ranking high school students, who usually are the
most focused and have the advantage of parent involvement and support in their
decisions, domt choose teaching as a career? And yet, thankfully, some still do. Schools
are staffed with a number of highly qualified, academically gifted teachers. But, they
https:/lweb.archive.orglweb/19970520131201/http:llwww.ume.maine.edul-cofedlnews/newslets.html
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uemt enough in numbs to guarantee that nory student has •a earl ng, competent and
highly quaHfiecl teacher nory y_. or in every dilciplim. To mab mattms wome, the
United States is filCing mOllDOllS teachc:r shortages in several regions ofthe c:o\llllly, and
positions are being fillecl with dlousand• ofUDqWilified, 11 nd.111'-ptepucl and Ulll.lCll'lified
tcadim. Students are die near-term losers, but olearly ow society is the long-tczm loser.

We 1lllUl find ways to strcngthen the teaching p-ofcssion and its appeal u a can:cr, and
do it in ways diat raise the Sllllldanb of1be profession md the rewarda that should
acoompan:y the steps we tab to push teaching to a new level.
At die Unirt1sity ofMaine, we are slralgthening even further the rigor of oar progiams
dllt JIMPlle tw:hm. We ban spent the past two yean studying how the College of
Education can best aerw the wecbing profession. and we have made major changM in
ow prosr1m1 to make certain we meet die highest 8la1e ad nafion1l ltlllldanla. The
Univenity of Maine ia prercrtly die cmly teacher edncation pogram in M11ine diat is
uncondmona]ly and fully accn:dited by the Netional Council for AceJeditation ofTeac
her Bducaiion, and we are cummly working with die Maine Stale Board of'Bcl11. . .tion to
develop and pilot tlelt new pcrl(ummoo.baaed teacba certmcation ttanclanla. When fully
developed and approwd, theae dand.ordJ will Jeq1lile beginning wachcrs to demo llllrate
mutety of knowledge, iaatmctional 1bategiea, UllCument, and management skilla

iequiml of succesafW. tesclYn.

New dilcctiou mourprograma an: dc1igned to advance die standarda emhedded in die
Nationa'l Commisaioll on Teschingis recomm.Clldatiou. S.pccificllly, we have committed
to:
• developing a Professional. Development School program mcollaboration wi1h aiea
public l'Cboola. The PDS program talla upon our teacher candidate& to apend a
large portion of their junior Uld &enior yean studyiJlg and pmc1iciDg in K-12
pmtnership sch oola. Under die PDS prognm. university ad K-12 faeulty will
wOik together to promote hiPc:r levels ofl.eamiDg by all children in die school and
to f'ollta tbc (ltlldimnng development ofbodi aspiring md experienced tcacheIB.
administrators, school 1crvi oe per!<lllD.Cl ancl university faculty.
• RqUiring ati..Jmts to develop a profe1sional podfoliD. Unlike SAT 11C111C11 alone, a

portfolio give& a broad overview of what a 1tudent hall done and c1111 BCCOmplidi.
The quality of their wOik iB pClllrayed by diiB mmna, md it beoom.,.. an important
put of dicir applica1ian to teacher candidacy at 1he cml of tbcir 10phomcm: ~ar.
• dMgning a Maatm of Art& in Teeclring progmm, a rigom1111, full-time 13-llK!Ilth
program in1mded to encoumge highly qualified and talned gtaduams of liberal
llrls programs and prof'maion..:ls from other fielda to become emtified aa teach-.
The Univemty ofMaine will continue to do its vcty best to JIR'PllRI lhe most qualified
tearliem. But to be SllW"'sfhl, ultUJmtaly we med soc:illlyD help in nilling the pnislige of
the ....clring profeuion to Iha nllllt lnel.
Releued: Demnher 12, 1996
ColdBct: Kay Hyatt, (207) 581-2761
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